Plasma progesterone concentrations during early pregnancy in spring- and autumn-bred ewes.
The objective of this experiment was to measure blood progesterone concentrations during early gestation to determine if the apparent reproductive failure in ewes bred out-of-season is due to a failure to conceive or embryonic loss. Blood samples were collected from spring- (n=61) and autumn-bred ewes (n=29) from Days 8 to 39 post-oestrus. Serum progesterone concentrations were analysed to ascertain whether ewes were ovulating and failing to maintain pregnancy, or conception was failing. Following pregnancy diagnosis 62 days after ram introduction, ewes were categorised as; no display of oestrus, mated but then identified as non-pregnant, or pregnant. A majority of spring-bred ewes that failed to display oestrus had silent oestrus (86%) and 66% of those ewes had abnormally short-lived corpora lutea. Circulating progesterone concentrations during dioestrus in ewes that had ovulated and displayed oestrus were unaffected by season. Similarly, progesterone concentrations during dioestrus did not differ between pregnant and mated non-pregnant ewes. The results indicated that while early luteylosis, low progesterone secretion from corpora lutea and embryo mortality did occur, these were in only a small proportion of ewes. Progesterone concentrations indicated that a majority of mated non-pregnant ewes had elevated progesterone concentrations necessary for the production of at least one viable embryo/foetus. This may be indicative to the failure of maternal recognition of pregnancy, and it is recommended that events surrounding this stage of pregnancy (Days 12-14) be examined more closely in ewes during the non-breeding season.